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Archaeological Remh Trust
What Does the Future Hold for Petroglyphs in the
Southeastern United States?
By Tommy Charles, SCIAA Archaeologist

Based on current observations of

concern about

researchers in the field, it seems that
prehistoric petroglyphs of the region
are well on their way to extinction. The
reasons are several: The forces of
nature, population growth and the
subsequent expansion of housing,

ways to protect
stone works of
art.
Research into
the erosion of
rock art is
currently being

roads, and factories necessary to
maintain the increasing numbers of
people, are all factors. However, the
major cause for concern may be
something much more subtle, wide
spread and destructive-the pollution
of our air and the resulting acid rains
which may be accelerating the erosive

conducted by
Steve Wa tts, a
primitive
technology
expert with the
Schiele Museum
of Natural

process. The degree of damage to
stone caused by acid rain may not be
an exact science, but it is common
knowledge that in recent decades

History in
Gastonia, North
Carolina. About
a decade ago, Watts carved a series of
petroglyphs in
different kinds
of native stones
and placed them
in a natural
environment. In
the interim all of
Watts carvings
have experi
enced consider
able damage
some eroding to
the point of
being almost
non-existent.
His experimen ts

considerable damage has occurred to
tombstones, marble statues, and
building facades over much of the
world , and it has become a cause of
12

drama tically
demonstrate the
erosive forces of our present-day
weather, and they indicate the rate of
rock erosion in the southeast may
greatly exceed that previously thought

possible.
What Watts has learned raises a
question: If erosion has caused this
much damage in a decade, then how is
it possible that carvings hundreds or

even thousands of years old are still
visible? The answer remains unclear
perhaps we are seeing the remains of
only the most boldly carved
petroglyphs, those less deeply carved
having disappeared, or perhaps those
carvings having greater importance
were periodically re-carved to keep
them visible. Another possibility is
that the environment was simply
"cleaner" prior to the industrialization
of the world, and therefore corrosive
pollutants were not a major factor.
Whatever the reason for the disappear
ance of petroglyphs in the southeast
ern United States, it is doubtful that
more than a very small percentage of
the total that were carved still exist.
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It is for us to decide whether our
children are to share with us these

treasures left by some of our nation's
earliest inhabitants. Perhaps we
cannot save for them the rock art
itself, but we can at least ensure
them the opportunity to know what
we have learned about it. To
accomplish this we must first find
and record the carvings that remain
before they too are gone. Without
the assistance of those who know of
these carvings, they will not be
found or recorded, and any hope of
understanding their meaning will be
lost forever. Please help me to
preserve the legacy of these un
known peoples from our nations
past. If you have knowledge of any
markings on rocks, no matter how
insignificant it may appear, please
contact Tommy Charles, the South
Carolina Institute of Archaeology
and Anthropology, 1321 Pendleton
Street, Columbia, SC 29208, or caIl
(803) 777-8170. E-Mail:
charlest@garnet.cla.sc.edu . Or: Mr.
Steve Watts, Schiele Museum of
Natural History and Planetarium,
Inc., 1500 East Garrison Blvd.,
Gastonia, NC 28054-5199, (704) 866
6900. Names of informants and the
locations of their carvings will be
con fid ential unless they wish
otherwise.

[
Detail of petroglyph i~ Pickens County, South
Carolina. (Phofo by Tommy Charles)
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